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CAN WE THE PEOPLE SOLVE OUR PROBLEMS? 
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The day when the American people couid live alone has come to an 
end. Ihe Hope of solving our Hevional problems in peaceful isolation has 
departed with it. 


By the advances we have made in traviSportation and communication, 
we have so shrunk our planet that we have become close neighbors with 
our world's other netions. We have established increasingly binding tios 
With them and we have helped to create numcrous pathways of mutual inter- 
dependence. 


Besieging our thoughts today are economic ond social issues too 
compiex to be solved by any one of the nations acting alone, so ¢learly 
are they a menifestation of world-wide maladjustments. Problems of un- 
employment, health, industrial and ezgricultural preduction, social and 
economic justice--these are samples of dislocations in « world system 
of living. As they are sprung from a world system, so they can be solved 
in terms, not of one nation, but of that same world. Whether thése 
problems are to be faced honestly by our nation will depend upon the 
disposition ef us who are,its veople. 


WHAT DECISIONS WILL THE AMBRICAN PEOPLE HAVE TO MAKE? 


In & world at war such vroblems cannot be solved; reason does not 
hold sway in the midst of nationel stubborness and HW ees it warts end, 
we shall Ge Uiyene 1% the same inverdependent world, these troubles will 
still be with us, and the need for so ee willvstill) be predsames ~The 


people of our nation will still have to determine the kind of international 


living arrengements we want to see e he a epee: We shall stil) have «to 
decide upon active participation in building a new world order or resign 
Ourscives ta the unreclity and futility of “trying to live alone. We shall 
Bcicl De Poreed To inguire as to whether our own pursuit of Happiness is 
possible in the absence of world-wide sociil adjustments. 


As important as these decisions themselves wiil be the method by 
which they are reached. 
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Shall we the people wait until a few leaders furnish us their 
answers to our questions, or shell we think these things out for our- 
selves? Is it possible for people in a democracy to arrive at ‘solutions 
to their problems by their own efforts and then put their-solutions | 
into practice? Will the choice of methods we use in trying to solve 
these problems have a bearing on the results we may obtain? Finally, 
will deliberate thinking by the people themselves furnish solutions 
more satisfying than those solutions we obtain by waiting for others to 
form conclusions for us? i a ages | 


WHY IS THE QUESTION OF METHOD IMPORTANT? 


The vision of a new world order actuelly means the esteblishment 
of new objectives in living together. Individual security, social jus- 
tice, and world-wide community cooperation are offered as substitutes 
for privation, want, group selfishness, end warfare. : 


The attainment of a new world erder will not’ come through the 
mere decision that one set of valucs is preferable to another. ‘While 
no living man knows how it will be aecomplished, it is plain that its 
achievement depends upon our ability to go about its creation deliberately. 


The ostablishment of a new world order will require that we consider 
new methods in education and in problem-solving by the people themselves. 
Some time-worn end traditional methods of procedure will doubtless have 
to be discarded, and new ones evolved. This will nov be easy: many persons 
who study problems of world order will admit the failure of some past 
methods they have used; few give attention tc experimentel attempts to 
find effective substitutes. 


The possibility of achieving 9 new world order obviously rests upon 
the ability of people generally to comprehend what such an order will mean 
to them and to understend that they cam build it. The method we use must 
therefore grow out of the content of our own problems, and increasingly 
cnable us to help ourselves toward broader understending of our needs and 
our powers.. In brief, we the people must teach ourselves to think on these 
things. : 


Until it becomes clear thet oratory, preachments, and the prepara- 
tion of voluminous material are not an effective substitute for real 
thinking by the people who will join in making decisions, we will not 
progress in achieving the new ways of living so desirable to our nation 
and our world. ie the American people will not sense the possibility of 
solving cormunity or national issues uniess we ourselves think through the 
relationships between our problems and the difficultics of other peoples 


in our world. 
HOW CAN WE DEVISE MORE EFFECTIVE METHODS OF PROBLEM-SOLVING? 


If the attainment of world orderliness depends upon our ability to 
think through our problems, what methods shall we devise for educating 
ourselves toward satisfying action? 
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No method of education can be effective unless it ‘grows out of the 
eonscious needs of us who are to be educated. If we de not understand 
how we who’ are the people think and why we react as we do, it is futile 
to seek support for an ideal which we may not even understand. In devising 
educational méthods, therefore, we shell have to consider both the ways 
in which we learn to think and our democratic ideal which requires thet 
we do think. 


Any program requiring popular understending of its objectives can- 
not be expected to gain support unless its advocates consciously take into 
account the ways in which people themselves react and behave in the light 
o° problems facing them. In brief, why do we think as we do? 


WHERE DO WE GET OUR OPINIONS? 


Itke the children we rear, ‘we men and women are products of our own 
experiences. Our convictions, our outlook on our problems, and our interests 
are the direct result “of “these experiences. “Our world revolves within these 
limitations, and we interpret each new issue which confronts us in terms 
that we have come to understand. 


ine limetins influcnce of our experiences in situations where thinking 
is required ag n0% thersolée difficulty we'face in trying to solve our prob- 
lems. Equallyvimportant is the fact that these experiences limit also the 
interests we have. Men and women are concerned about what they understand 
and abou. whee they have experienced and “are experiencing in their daily 
C1: 0PGs 20 marmuein existences “It is "hard to*achieve interest in samething 
we heave never before known to exist. Advocates of "programs" are well 
aware of these human limitations. 


HOW ARE CHANGES IN OPINION CREATED? 


People must change their own opinions; no person can learn for 
another. New ways of thinking and new opinions occur only when ea person 
understands thet the older-idea he was using falls short of solving a prob- 
lem now existing. Learning is therefore a process of activity by the 


learner, ona Witil this activity occurs, learning does not take place. 


In effect, we change our cpinions when we come to understand thet 
our past conclusions are not tenable in the light of the real issues we 
face, “Weurkime bezins, thererore, where new problems are sensed, old 
opinions discarded, and the search for adequate conclusions begun. In 
the realm of international relations, the people of America will give no 
support to “cures" for ailments unless they first understand the ailments 
themselves; Bt us here that much of our education has boén short-sighted. 


The sincere snalysis of one's own problems, particularly when eccom- 
plished through exchanges of ideas with sthers about their problems, leads 
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This approach to education is puilt upon the conviction that in- 
dividual men and women desire to understand their troubles, that they 
can think and like to think, and that they prefer, to be masters of a a 
own fates. It is strongly supported by the findings of psychologic: 
experimentation into learning. We will think if we are actually invited 
todo. sos gthis does.not mean thas allot ws. wads ee ee skilled 
in thinking or even that we will become fully conversant with the many 
complex issues our society faces. It does méan that we are capable of 
reflection and comprchension to the limit of the abilities we possess, 
and thet in the absence of opportunity cnd practice in thinking for our- 
selves we lack also the chance to make better choicessin our own living, 


CAN NEW IDEAS BE IMPOSED ON PEOPLE? 


Obviously, denunciation of pcople for their limited vision about 
their world is largely « wastc of time. With the human tendency to depend 
upon and adhere to whet they know, pcople will usually seck to repel in 
some fashion this direct challenge to their own self-respect. Denunciation 
changes little. 
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Also, dictation of ideas is largely wasteful. Most people resent 
being told what to do or think. Although action sometimes results from 
commands, there is evidence aplenty thet people tend to revert to their 
own tried experiences when the discipline of force is relaxed. It. is dif- 
ficult to create permsnent changes in thinking by command or external 
pressure unless the.discipline surrounding the individual also restrains 
him from knowing and eg eps to understsnd facts and ideas out of which 
he can build his own thinking habits. 


Finelly, the mere presentation of new information often fells short 
of accomplishing sctusl chenges in our ideas, except insofar as we are able 
to give this new information support in the light of our own expericnces, 
or except as we might use it as a means of escape from making our ow 
decisions. The presentation of "facts" for the purpose of pleading with 
people und exhorting thenmvis often « delusoryv substitute for their ovwm 
thinking. 


CAN WE ACHIEVE UNDERSTANDING THROUGH DISCUSSION? 


To be effective, the methods we use in approaching our problems 
of world-living must mect four conditions: (1) they must be consistent 
with the democratic way of living, (2) they mist be based upon fundemental 
aith in the ability of the individusel to do his ow thinking, (3) they 
must assume that few problems are so simple as to be ach iaeles in terms 
of one "side" or the other, (4) they must imply that nothing short of 
complete understanding will suffice a thinking people. 


Effective discussion by people in groups of their fellow citizens 
constitutes one means of achioving these conditions. Once the process 
of sharing opinions und experiences is sturted, learning begins to take 
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place. In discussion, a group of people rapidly pass through the steps 

of experience-sharing, problem analysis, eee of new information, 
proposing tentative solutions, moving on to new problems. The individual's 
problem becomes the group problem, and his voice is not only allowed, but 
is d@mendedes, in the councils of his peers. 


The discussion group represents not only an effective learnin 
Oevics, butealso 4 canercte excmple of democracy in action. It practice 
agemocracy in various ways: 


In the first place, it gives importance to planning as a democratic 
instrument. .When men\think they begin to plan, to proposes os giicne, to 
test new ideas. In essence, democracy is planning; men and women do not 
Preperuchaoebon anarchy. As ourfor¢erathers planned a political steve, 
so theirudescendants may plan their economy, their society, and their world. 
Above all, through discussion, planning becomes the right of people them- 
selves--they depend upon no one porson to plan for then. 


Secondly, the usefulness of informational material--new facts--is 
Sverre Metra phe Cerin ‘stich roups;) lt is 4 tool rather than an end 
in itself. Instead of trying to listen to information indiscriminately 
dispensed,» members Of 2 discussion group first decide upon the type of 
inharantion Loom meso antorder to solve their problems. This 18 in keeping 
With the ourpose of informational material; a discussion group avoids the 
wastefulness of unplanned fact-giving. 


HOW DO THE EXPERT, THOR GROUP, AND THE LEADER FUNCTION IN DISCUSSION? 


The importance of the expert--the specialist--is heightened and 
Ie AUeeclUlices colerzed through discussion. The authority of specialized 
knowledge is chiefly that of a resource available to groups who are making 
Taevmeceinepolaclves, Democracy does not assume that the expert shall become 
we eroup leader because he has specialized information within Himself; in 
Pea eeuecton grow his knowledge 18 used merely as a tool in thinking. 
Democracy likewise Goes nov seem to assume that specialiged expertness 
Shall Orinewepourtes surrender «of popular decisions, The discussion group 
helvsspeopres o exploit the usefulness of expert knowledge in order that 
they may meke bpevter decisions. Leadership remains in the group. 


Dinmierly, the elrectiveness, of group action is demonstrated through 
discUcciotse Pours mina Cemocracy recosmize the inefrectiveness of inda- 
Vidue i ectnon inemany Situations; they accordingly form organizations to 
assist in giving them a hearing. The discussion group helps to insure that 
an organization “continuously acts as the total voice composed of individual 
voices. People achieve a part in policy-making through discussion. Further- 
more, the process of “talking things over" protects a group against volun- 
tary or involuntary assumption of arbitrary authority by organization leaders, 
AGtiONnMCarries) the weight of group decision. 


(ijerve ea sroups experiment in discussion, the importancé of local 
leadership becomes clearer. To draw out the experiences of others, a leader 
must be familiar with those experiences. .A leader who is ignorant of group 


interests and problems is seldom able to lead that group effectively in 
discussion or guide them in their search for effective conclusions. This 
means that local group leaders, when trainead in discussion procedures, 
represent one of the. most necessary and effective tools in democratic 
education. Herc is perhaps one of the richest resources of democracy: 
there is ample evidence that there exist in almost every community poten- 
tial leaders who possess the qualificetions required. Our past failure 
to discover thom may heve been due in part to our lack of insight into 
those qualities of leadership which make the achievement of democratic 
methods their goal. 


CAN DISCUSSION STIMULATE THINKING? 


We can de reasonably certain that men and women will not sense 
the problems of health, social injustice, economic maldistribution and 
ensuing international conflict now in oe midst until they. understand 
their causes. Argument and intellectual conflict seom as helpless: in 
righting erroncous thinking as is military conflict in bringing peace. 


Debates, radio addresses, forum speoches, reading--all contribute 
to enlightenment. Nothing reachos into the pea diene of people, however, 
more effectively than docs discussion by a group itself if thet discussion 
is so handled as to bring about continuously progressive thinking and the 
determination to usc every available resource in understanding the issues 
we face. 


As a people we will come to comprehend the problems of our nation 
nd of our strife-torn world only as we talk about them, think about them, 
end make them our own. As a people we still have the chance to solve them, 
end the sun of democracy in the world will not have set until we prohibit 
discussion. A new world order will come as we, the people, seteou te 
establish it. Our democracy needs the thinking of its people, and needs 

it badly. 


As « people we have given little attention in the pest to discussion 


2s an instrument of cducetion among oursclves. We have argue ;d much, 
engaged in discussion too little. ‘The more sensational inet eimoneay values 
apparent in public addresses and vivid writing have often led us to believe 


in them as the most effective cducational devices. .Important as are these 
tools of thinking, we now Imow that the value of discussing our problems 
cannot be duplicated by some short-cut method. There is nothing .more 
democratic than our own thinking, and thinkins is vastly more then the mere 
choosing of alternatives. 


DEMOCRACY REQUIRES THAT WE UNDERSTAND OUR PROBLEMS 
That people shell comprehend the nature of their problems is more 


than & requirement for educational success--it is a basic principle sof 
democracy itself. 
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SUGGESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION GROUP MEMBERS 


Speak your mind freely. 


The discussion meeting is yours—a chance for you to say what you think. Say it. 
Your ideas count. Here “everyone’s idea is worth just as much as everyone else’s, and a 
good bit more than some.” 


. Listen thoughtfully to others. 


Try hard to get the other man’s point of view—see what experience and thinking it 
rests on. Remember: On almost every question there are three points of view—yours, 
mine, and the right one. 


Keep your seat when you speak. 


Whether you are group member or leader, don’t stand up to speak. The discussion 
meeting is not a place for speeches. Informality is the rule here. 


. Don’t monopolize the discussion. 


Don’t speak for more than a minute or so at a time. Give others a chance. Dig for 
things that matter. Make your point in a few words, then pass the ball to someone across 
the circle. If discussion lags, help the leader put questions that will draw others out. 


- Don’t let the discussion get away from you. 


If you don’t understand where it’s going, say so. Ask for examples, cases, illustra- 
tions until you do understand. Try to tie up what is being said with your own experience 
and with what you have heard and read. 


Indulge in friendly disagreement. 


When you find that you’re on the other side of the fence from the discussion, say so 
and tell why. But disagree in a friendly way. There’s one truth that everyone’s after. 
Good-humored discussion leads part way there. 


UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE 


BUREAU OF AGRICULTURAL ECONOMICS 


WASHINGTON, D. C. 
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Strike while the idea is hot. ~ 


Don’t wait for the leader to recognize you before speaking. If several want to speak 
at once, it’s his job to grant the floor to one, give the others a chance later. Your ideal 
discussion— 


Not this way: SS 


Come to the discussion with questions in mind. 


Make note of questions and points of disagreement that occur to you during advance 
reading or listening, and raise them during the discussion. Farm papers, the daily press, . 
lectures, public forums, the radio, etc., are good sources for clippings and notes to be used 
at discussion meetings. 


- Go ahead from discussion to study. 


Remember that discussion is just the first step—an important one, but still just a 
starter. If your thinking is stirred up by the discussion here, seek out materials for fur- 
ther study on the problems. Ask your County Agricultural Agent, Home Demonstration 
Worker, or State Discussion Leader about reference materials. Call on them, too, for help 
in organizing a county-wide discussion movement, training leaders, etc. 


Why not group discussion at home? 


All over the country farm men and women are gathering, often in farm homes, for 
discussion of public problems under local leaders. Some are using the best discussion and 
forum programs of the air as springboards for continuing discussion. Why not a neigh- 
borhood discussion group in your home? 
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SUGGESTIONS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION LEADERS 
GETTING READY 


1. Arrange group in circle, so each person can see every other person. 


2. Provide table space, if convenient, for leader and entire group, as e. g.: 
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LEADER LEADER LEADER LEADER 
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3. Let all stay seated during discussion, including leader. Keep it informal. 


4, Start by making everybody comfortable. Check ventilation and lighting. 


Or 


. see that everybody knows everybody else. At first gathering go ’round the circle, each 
introducing himself. As a newcomer joins group later, introduce yourself to him and 
him to the group. 


6. Learn names of all as soon as you can. 


7. Have blackboard, chalk, and eraser ready for use in case of need. Appoint a “blackboard 
secretary” if the subject-matter and occasion make it desirable. 


8. Start on time, and close at prearranged time. 


9. In opening, emphasize: Everyone is to take part. If one single member’s view fails to get 
out in the open, insofar the discussion falls short. 


10. Toward this, emphasize: No speeches, by leader or group member. No monopoly. After 
opening statement, limit individual contributions to a minute or so. 


UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE 


BUREAU OF AGRICULTURAL ECONOMICS 


WASHINGTON, D. C. 
16—10515 
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CARRYING ON 


. Make your own preparation for the discussion. Think the question through in advance. 


Aim to establish connections between ideas of background materials, and experience and 
ideas of group-members. 


. Aim at outset to get a sharply defined question before the group. Have three or four alter- 


natives put on board if you think this will help: “Which do you want to start with?” 
“Ts this question clear?” 


. In general, don’t put questions to particular group-members, unless you see that an idea is 


trying to find words there anyway: “Mrs. Brown, you were about to say something.” 
Otherwise: “Let’s have some discussion of this question...” “What do some of the 
rest of you think about this?” ‘“We’ve been hearing from the men. Now how do you 
women feel about this?” ‘“What’s been the experience of you folks up in the northern 
part of the State in this connection?” Ete. 


. Interrupt the “speech maker” as tactfully as possible: “While we’re on this point, let’s 


hear from some of the others. Can we save your other point till later?” 


. Keep discussion on the track ; keep it always directed, but let the group lay its own track to 


a large extent. Don’t groove it narrowly yourself. Try to have it 


This way: jy ; & e aN 


. Remember: The leader’s opinion doesn’t count in the discussion. Keep your own view out 


of it. Your job is to get the ideas of others out for an airing. 


. If you see that some important angle is being neglected, point it out: “Bill Jones was 


telling me last week that he thinks .......... What do you think of that?” 


. Keep the spirits high. Encourage ease, informality, good humor. Let everybody have 


a good time. Foster friendly disagreement. Listen with respect and appreciation to all 
ideas, but stress what is important, and turn discussion away from what is not. 


. Take time every 10 minutes or so to draw the loose ends together: “Let’s see where we’ve 
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been going.” Be as fair and accurate in summary as possible. Close discussion with 
summary—your own or the secretary’s. 


Call attention to unanswered questions for future study or for reference back to speakers. 


Nourish a desire in group members for continuing study and discussion through skill- 
ful closing summary. 
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If they are to. continue sharing in the promotion of democratic 
processes among the Peele. orgenizetions and agencies will be faced - 
with the task of constructing their educational programs through the 
usages of democracy as well as its verbiage.. Con these progrems rely 
upon that nopulsr decision which may eventually spring from the intel- 
ligence of. us wha orc the people? Can we who are Leaders employ the 
pationce that accommodates our action to the measurcd pacc of others' 
thinking? Does the use of premature "pressure" to achieve some pre- 
determined result in thinking ectually accomplish all that we claim, or 
does it delude us into a false sense of security about’ the adeas people 
hold? Granted thet we have a responsibility to our people for using 
democratic methods, is it also vossible that the way in which those pecple 
think and learn mey cause them to force democracy upon us and upon them- 
selves? ; 


If a new world order is to be established, we the people will have 

ZO build it. We will siso have % devise the-méthods required. Action 
will have to eéme from us, and the cdnecpt of democracy assumes tChatiwe 
will act when we understand our mene In a day when we are subjected 
to & continuous flow of imposed stimulations designed to bring about some 
predctermined results in our opinions, the need for thinking becomes more 
pressing. These stimulations will exert their force upon us only as we 

feil to.develop in their stead the habit of careful inquiry and healthy 
questioning about every phase of our Tiving. The democracies of the world 
are being tested. Can they live by their own philosophy? Can they grow 
strong upon that ultimete expression of individual growth which they weré 

rganized to promote? Or is it importent that they do? 
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